H O W H I G H T O M O W ?
Optimum cutting height is determined by the growth habit of a particular grass and its leaf texture (i.e., the length and width of leaves). A grass' s survival depends on its producing adequate leaf surface for food production through photosynthesis. Mowing too low removes too much of the grass' s food producing area. As the grass literally starves, the lawn thins and looks poor. Conversely, mowing too high can hurt the appearance or usefulness of the turfed area.
No single mowing height is best for all turfgrasses; mowers must be set differently for each grass. Table 1 shows the ranges for optimum mowing heights for California lawns. Within its optimum mowing height range, each grass species will be healthier and have a deeper root system the higher the grass is mowed. Also, within its recommended mowing range, a grass that is cut higher is more tolerant of drought, heat, traffic, shade, disease, and pests than one that is cut lower.
W H E N T O M O W ?
You can determine when and how often to mow your lawn by taking into account the growth rate of the grass during each season and the lawn appearance desired. Cool-season grasses will require more frequent mowing in the spring and autumn since these grasses grow most during this period. Warm-season grasses require more frequent mowing during summer months. Mow formal, ornamental areas more frequently than informal-use areas.
As a general guide, follow the one-third rule: mow often enough so that no more than one-third of the length of the grass blades is removed at any one time. For example, if you maintain a turf-type tall fescue lawn at 2 inches, mow it when the grass height reaches 3 inches. This may mean mowing tall fescue once a week during the spring and every two weeks during the summer. Table 1 also gives the height at which you need to mow your lawn in order to best maintain your desired lawn height. A lower-mowed lawn will require more frequent mowing than that same lawn would if mowed higher.
W H AT T O D O W I T H T H E C L I P P I N G S ?
Grass clippings make up a surprisingly large portion of California' s solid waste stream during the growing season. With few exceptions, it is actually best to leave the clippings on the lawn after mowing. This practice, termed "grasscycling," is growing in popularity as California communities try to reduce the amount of waste going to landfills. Grass clippings decompose quickly and release valuable nutrients back into the soil.
Grasscycling can be practiced on any healthy lawn as long as the turf is properly managed. Unfortunately, many people treat a lawn as if it were a crop: overwatering and overfertilizing it to encourage maximum growth, and then "harvesting the crop" by bagging the grass clippings and transporting them to a landfill.
Successful grasscycling requires proper mowing. Cut the grass when the leaf surface is dry, keep your mower blades sharp, and follow the one-third rule. With frequent mowing, you will have short clippings that will not cover the grass surface if left on the lawn and will quickly decompose.
There are times, however, when grasscycling is not appropriate. Prolonged wet weather, mower breakdowns, or other circumstances that reduce mowing frequency and thus lead to an excessive volume of clippings probably dictate that the grass clippings should be bagged. But do not throw those clippings away! Grass clippings make an excellent addition to a backyard compost pile. Clippings can also be used as mulch to provide weed control and prevent moisture loss in flower beds and around trees and shrubs. In some situations, however, you should not mulch with clippings: if the clippings are of an invasive species such as bermudagrass or if herbicides were recently applied to the lawn, the clippings can be harmful.
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M O W I N G E Q U I P M E N T
The two basic mower types are reel and rotary. A reel mower (Figure 1 ) shears grass with a scissors action and is better for fine-textured turfgrasses or where a low mowing height is desirable. A rotary mower (Figure 2 ) depends on impact cutting with a high-speed rotating blade, and is better suited to higher cutting heights and coarser-textured grasses. The type of mower recommended for best appearance of each grass species is given in Table 1 .
The blades of a reel mower are powered either by a gear train connected to the wheels (hand-powered or push models) or by a gasoline engine. The blades of a rotary mower are driven by an electric motor or gasoline engine. If you use a gasoline-powered mower add fuel away from the grass, since an accidental gasoline spill will injure plants. If you use a non-battery electric mower, take care to avoid running over the cord.
You can adjust the mowing height on a reel or rotary mower. For a reel mower, simply place the mower on a flat surface and measure the distance from that surface to the bedknife. To adjust a rotary mower, look for index markers on the adjusters or consult your manual for instructions on height adjustment. Adjust to the desired height, but never adjust the mower height while the mower is running! You can grasscycle with most mowers by removing the mower collection bag to allow clippings to drop on the lawn. However, if your mower does not have a safety flap covering the opening where the bag fits into the chute, purchase a retrofit kit before using the mower in this manner. Some lawnmower manufacturers have developed mulching or recycling mowers that cut grass blades into small pieces and force them into the soil. These mowers are effective for grasscycling and have become very popular. Several brands of recycling mowers are available in California.
M O W E R S A F E T Y q
Study the instruction manual for manufacturer' s recommendations on care and use of the mower. Change the direction of mowing periodically to prevent a "washboard" effect.
q Sharpen lawnmower blades regularly. Dull mowers leave a ragged appearance from crushed or uncut grass blades, and damaged grass may be more susceptible to disease. q Do not drastically or suddenly change the cutting height. If the grass has become too tall, re-establish the recommended height by mowing more frequently for a while and gradually lowering the mowing height of successive cuttings, following the one-third rule.
q Since mowing stresses the grass, do not mow a lawn under drought or other climatic stress conditions. Grass that is suffering from lack of water should be watered and allowed to dry before being mowed.
q Mow a shady lawn slightly higher and less frequently than is normally recommended for that grass species. Shade reduces photosynthesis, and slightly higher mowing heights allow more leaf surface that compensates for the lower light levels.
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